Oxford and its Story

from Somersetshire or Yorkshire, and the speech of
each was quite unintelligible to the other.

S. Mary's Church was the only formal meeting
place of these students, thus drawn together in the
pursuit of knowledge from various parts of Europe.
It was here that all University business, secular and
religious, was transacted, till the building of the Divinity
school and the Sheldonian theatre allowed the church
to be reserved, for sacred purposes. Then at last it
ceased to be the scene of violent altercations between
Heads of Houses or the stage where the Terrae
Filius of the year should utter his scurrilous
banalities.1

But still every Sunday morning during term the
great bell of S. Mary's rings out and summons the
University to assemble in formal session there to hear
a sermon. The bedels of the four faculties with their
silver staves lead the way ; and the Vice-chancellor
is conducted to his throne, the preacher to his pulpit;
the doctors of the several faculties in their rich robes
follow and range themselves on cither side of their
official head ; below them the proctors, representatives
of the Masters of Arts, wearing the white hoods of
their office, take their seats. The masters and
bachelors fill the body of the church, the under-
graduates are crowded into the galleries.

We must not think of S. Mary's as merely a
meeting-house for University business or as merely
a parish church. For centuries it has been the
centre of Christian Oxford ; where each successive

1 Two M.A/s who w^re taking part in the final exercise
for their degree were chosen, one by each proctor, to make a
Latin speech, one on the Saturday of the Act, the other on
the Monday. These speeches were supposed to be humorous
and were more often merely exhibitions of scurrilous
buffoonery.
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